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Two Turning-points
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Share of Foreign Population in 
New Immigration Countries, 1989 and 2022
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Adapting Japan’s welfare state to demographic change (aging and 
lower fertility)
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Dilemma of Immigration Governance (Hollifield and Foley 2022) and Japan

Japan’s four functional imperatives in immigration 
policy

• Identity frame: ethnic homogeneity

• Growth frame: shared growth 

• Security frame: national and public security

• International reputation frame: international 
standing
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Identity and Ethnonationalism



E
rs

te
llt d

u
rc

h
 V

o
rla

g
e

n
b

a
u

e
r.c

h

University of Zurich

Japan vs. West according to Nihonjinron, 1970s and 1980s (Goodman 2005)
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Expectations and 
Concerns Regarding 

Immigration (NHK 2019)
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International Reputation
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Chong Seok Park vs. Hitachi (1970-1974)
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Internationalization of Japan
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Refugee Applications                             vs.                              Refugee Acceptance
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Japan’s Dual Refugee Policy

Sadako Ogata 
UN High Commissioner for Refugees (1990-2000) 
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Internationalization and Plan of 100,000 Foreign Students (1983)
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Human Trafficking and Entertainer Visa, Mid-2000s
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“Regarding human trafficking, I have received various reports, and I have also atten-
ded the second meeting of the related inter-ministerial liaison commission in July of 
this year and have asked the involved ministries and agencies for aggressive efforts. 
Even among embassies in Tokyo this has become a huge topic. In other words, it is 
extremely embarrassing for Japan, and must be corrected, absolutely. There are 
victims, first and foremost women, and many cases are emerging. We, in the govern-
ment, have to work aggressively so as not to have these kinds of cases.” 
(Hiroyuki Hosoda, Chief Secretary of State, 2004)
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Foreign People Entering with Working Visa, 1976-2016
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Developmentalism and Shared Growth
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Job Openings-to-applicant Ratio in Japan, 1965-2022

Institute of Asian and Oriental Studies 19

0.4

0.5

0.6

0.7

0.8

0.9

1.0

1.1

1.2

1.3

1.4

1.5

1.6

1.7

1.8

1
9
6
5

1
9
6
6

1
9
6
7

1
9
6
8

1
9
6
9

1
9
7
0

1
9
7
1

1
9
7
2

1
9
7
3

1
9
7
4

1
9
7
5

1
9
7
6

1
9
7
7

1
9
7
8

1
9
7
9

1
9
8
0

1
9
8
1

1
9
8
2

1
9
8
3

1
9
8
4

1
9
8
5

1
9
8
6

1
9
8
7

1
9
8
8

1
9
8
9

1
9
9
0

1
9
9
1

1
9
9
2

1
9
9
3

1
9
9
4

1
9
9
5

1
9
9
6

1
9
9
7

1
9
9
8

1
9
9
9

2
0
0
0

2
0
0
1

2
0
0
2

2
0
0
3

2
0
0
4

2
0
0
5

2
0
0
6

2
0
0
7

2
0
0
8

2
0
0
9

2
0
1
0

2
0
1
1

2
0
1
2

2
0
1
3

2
0
1
4

2
0
1
5

2
0
1
6

2
0
1
7

2
0
1
8

2
0
1
9

2
0
2
0

2
0
2
1

2
0
2
2



E
rs

te
llt d

u
rc

h
 V

o
rla

g
e

n
b

a
u

e
r.c

h

University of Zurich Institute of Asian and Oriental Studies 20

Salience of Immigration in Public Debate, 1985-2021
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Substantial Reform Proposals in Immigration Policy, 1984-2018



E
rs

te
llt d

u
rc

h
 V

o
rla

g
e

n
b

a
u

e
r.c

h

University of Zurich Institute of Asian and Oriental Studies 22

Forecasts of Japan’s Total Fertility Rate, 1976-2012
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Population Development in Japan, 600-2100
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Population Models of Japan, 2000-2050 (UN 2000)
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The First (Small) Immigration Debate: Guestworkers vs. Forced Labor



E
rs

te
llt d

u
rc

h
 V

o
rla

g
e

n
b

a
u

e
r.c

h

University of Zurich

Japan’s Gap: Official Dual Immigration 
Policy vs. Open Side Doors

Japan’s official, dual immigration policy (MOJ 1988)

― “Enlargement of acceptance of highly qualified Foreign 
Workers” vs. “Problem of acceptance of simple workers”

― Foundation of Japan’s immigration law and policy, but de 
facto about 80% non-highly qualified foreign workers

Institute of Asian and Oriental Studies 26
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Labor Market Position by Flexibility and Geography

Flexible employment

Stable employment

Urban Center Rural periphery

Foreign 

students

Nikkeijin

Foreign 

interns
Foreign 

graduates
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Foreign Students
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Upward Mobility and Transnational Opportunities of Chinese Students

Successful socio-economic stabilization

― Student (and atypical employee) => highly qualified worker (in SME) => entrepreneur 
(over 10% business owner)

― Transnationalism of crucial importance for occupational niche and transnational 
entrepreneurship

Institute of Asian and Oriental Studies 29
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Foreign Intern System as Transnational Total Institution
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Changing Positions of Nikkeijin in the Labor Market
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Number of Nikkeijin in One Factory, August-September 2003
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Non-enrollment of Nikkeijin Children according to Local Surveys, Early 2000s
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Three Reform Proposals (Third Debate, mid-2000s)

―Justice Vice-Minister Tarō Konō (2006)

―Ending exceptional rule for Nikkeijin and part of trainee 
programs

―New middle categories for qualified foreign workers

―Long-term acceptance of foreign workers and their families

―Justice Minister Jin’en Nagase (2007) 

―Japan as immigration state: guest worker programs 
(even for low skilled foreign workers)

―Study group of about 80 LDP parliamentarians under 
Hidenao Nakagawa and Hidenori Sakanaka (2008) 

―Japan as immigration nation: acceptance of 10 million 
long-term immigrants in the next 50 years
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Social Indicators of Elderly Population (over 65), 2020
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Average net pension 

replacement

Relative income 

poverty rate

Income inequality 

(Gini)

Income share from 

work

France 71.9% 4.4% 0.275 6.9%

Germany 55.3% 11.0% 0.270 18.1%

Italy 73.2% 10.3% 0.323 19.9%

Japan 38.8% 20.0% 0.339 40.3%

OECD 61.4% 14.2% 0.306 25.5%

South Korea 35.8% 40.4% 0.376 48.6%

Spain 86.5% 11.3% 0.310 19.5%

UK 54.4% 13.1% 0.319 14.2%

US 50.5% 22.8% 0.409 31.9%
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Labor Force Participation Rate of 
Male Elderly (65 or over), 1980-2020

Institute of Asian and Oriental Studies 36

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

45%

1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

Italy

Japan

OECD

South Korea

Spain

Taiwan



E
rs

te
llt d

u
rc

h
 V

o
rla

g
e

n
b

a
u

e
r.c

h

University of Zurich

Emigration Trap
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Domestic Workers (2014) and Adapted Point System (2012)
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Masuda Report (2014) and Rural Depopulation
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Employment Rates for Elderly Age Groups in Japan, 1990-2022
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Shinzō Abe as Reluctant Policy Entrepreneur
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2018 Immigration Reform: Opening the Front Door
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Public Security and Order
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Police White Book 1987

国際化の進展に
対応する警察活動
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Changing Framing of Immigration
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Calderon Case, Late-2000s
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Recorded Irregular Immigrants, 1988-2023
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Politicians’ Support of Accepting foreign workers, 2014 and 2019
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Issue of Kurdish Minority
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Latest Nippon Keidanren Immigration Policy Proposal (December 2025)
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‘The Future of Immigration Policy at a Turning Point’: Towards the Development of an 
Environment for Orderly and Strategic Attraction and Reception

The number of foreign residents in Japan stood at approximately 3.96 million (as of the 
end of June 2025), whilst the number of foreign workers was approximately 2.3 million (as 
of the end of October 2024), with both figures reaching record highs. Foreign nationals 
have already become integral members of Japan’s economic and social fabric, and the 
pace of growth in the foreign resident population is accelerating further.
Against this backdrop, countries around the world are strengthening their industrial 
competitiveness, particularly in growth sectors, and the international competition for 
talent is intensifying further.
On the other hand, there is a sense of unease and unfairness among the public regarding 
illegal acts and breaches of rules by some foreign nationals, and social interest in 
immigration policy is growing. In the House of Councillors election held in the summer of 
2025, foreigner policy was raised as one of the key issues, though some of the debate was 
not based on facts. Going forward, the challenge lies in demonstrating the need for the 
orderly acceptance of capable foreign nationals whilst ensuring that this does not lead to 
social division; this requires evidence-based improvements to the system and the 
promotion of medium- to long-term social integration. Japan’s foreigner policy is thus 
facing a major turning point.


	Standardabschnitt
	スライド 1
	スライド 2: Japan and Immigration:  Two Turning-points
	スライド 3: Share of Foreign Population in  New Immigration Countries, 1989 and 2022
	スライド 4: Share of Population over 65, 1965-2050
	スライド 5: Dilemma of Immigration Governance (Hollifield and Foley 2022) and Japan
	スライド 6
	スライド 7: Japan vs. West according to Nihonjinron, 1970s and 1980s (Goodman 2005)
	スライド 8: Expectations and Concerns Regarding Immigration (NHK 2019)
	スライド 9
	スライド 10: Chong Seok Park vs. Hitachi (1970-1974)
	スライド 11: Internationalization of Japan
	スライド 12: Refugee Applications                             vs.                              Refugee Acceptance
	スライド 13: Japan’s Dual Refugee Policy
	スライド 14: Internationalization and Plan of 100,000 Foreign Students (1983)
	スライド 15: Human Trafficking and Entertainer Visa, Mid-2000s
	スライド 16: Foreign People Entering with Working Visa, 1976-2016
	スライド 17
	スライド 18: Japan’s Social Contract of Shared Growth
	スライド 19: Job Openings-to-applicant Ratio in Japan, 1965-2022
	スライド 20: Salience of Immigration in Public Debate, 1985-2021
	スライド 21: Substantial Reform Proposals in Immigration Policy, 1984-2018
	スライド 22: Forecasts of Japan’s Total Fertility Rate, 1976-2012
	スライド 23: Population Development in Japan, 600-2100
	スライド 24: Population Models of Japan, 2000-2050 (UN 2000)
	スライド 25: The First (Small) Immigration Debate: Guestworkers vs. Forced Labor
	スライド 26: Japan’s Gap: Official Dual Immigration Policy vs. Open Side Doors
	スライド 27: Labor Market Position by Flexibility and Geography
	スライド 28: Foreign Students
	スライド 29: Upward Mobility and Transnational Opportunities of Chinese Students
	スライド 30: Foreign Intern System as Transnational Total Institution
	スライド 31: Changing Positions of Nikkeijin in the Labor Market
	スライド 32: Number of Nikkeijin in One Factory, August-September 2003
	スライド 33: Non-enrollment of Nikkeijin Children according to Local Surveys, Early 2000s
	スライド 34: Three Reform Proposals (Third Debate, mid-2000s)
	スライド 35: Social Indicators of Elderly Population (over 65), 2020
	スライド 36: Labor Force Participation Rate of  Male Elderly (65 or over), 1980-2020
	スライド 37: Emigration Trap
	スライド 38: Domestic Workers (2014) and Adapted Point System (2012)
	スライド 39: Masuda Report (2014) and Rural Depopulation
	スライド 40: Employment Rates for Elderly Age Groups in Japan, 1990-2022
	スライド 41: Shinzō Abe as Reluctant Policy Entrepreneur
	スライド 42: 2018 Immigration Reform: Opening the Front Door
	スライド 43
	スライド 44: Police White Book 1987
	スライド 45: Changing Framing of Immigration
	スライド 46: Calderon Case, Late-2000s
	スライド 47: Politicians’ Support of Accepting foreign workers, 2014 and 2019
	スライド 48: Issue of Kurdish Minority
	スライド 49: Latest Nippon Keidanren Immigration Policy Proposal (December 2025)


